=Il. In 1949 he presented the basic concept
- his book '‘Semantography’. He derived the
-=ma of the system from two Greek words,
==manticos’ standing for ‘significant meaning’
=~d ‘graphein’ for ‘to write’.

or the design of the symbols, Bliss used an
=sstract visualization method to represent ob-
=-ts5 and emotions. A clock face, far instance,
==nds for time, an eye for seeing and a heart
s-r fzeling. Basic signs are combined with sym-
~-lic ones. Emotions are represented with ar-
—ws pointing in a certain direction. An arrow
—ointing upwards next to a heart stands for joy,

Aila an arrow pointing downwards stands for
=orrow. A multiplication sign next to the water
= mbol increases it to a lake, and a further one
-~ zn ocean. The Semantography rules are very
-=mplex and many symbaols turn out to be cul-
~rally dependent. It therefore seems unrealis-
- - that the system can be learned quickly. Over
= years, Bliss tried in vain to convince uni-
ities and pedagogues of his system. Like
~sner world language projects, for example
==peranto, Semantography received very little
—szrnational acknowledgerment.
“ssymbolics.us @ Pictorial language

Simplicity

The surge of
simplicity in

a complex world
Markus Frenzl

Objscts of everyday use encrusted with orna-
—=nts, heavyvelvetcurtains, mutedeolours,and
“rawing room walls smothered with paintings
_ 10 understand the surge of simplicity in the
20th century, one must call to mind the aes-
snetics of historicism. Even machines were
~oncealed under a thick protective cover of
~rafi-like ornaments in response to the chang-
=s caused by industrialization towards the
=nd of the 19th century. For the designers of
—odernism, simplicity therefore also meant
1= |liberation from a glossed-over and dishon-
t product world and a life that had remained
-uck in the past. Almast all design schools

and trends from the end of the 19th until far into
the 20th century were reform movements that —
in search of a pure and contemperary indus-
trial form, a design appropriate for the material
used, perfect function, and freedom from the
ornament — also strove for a new conception
of mankind and society. Design believed in the
promises of the industrial age, predicted a bet-
ter life and future, and considered simplicity to
be the adequate expression of this future, Sim-
plicity thus became a synonym of modernity,
as it were.

Today, simplicity usually stands for minimal-
istic forms and the lack of ornaments, for re-
fined reduction aimed at increasing expressiv-
ity and, in the ideal case, for concentrating on
the essence and content. But it also stands for
the anonymous design of paper clips and pen-
cils, for fashion basics like jeans, T-shirts and
the ‘little black dress’, for omnipresent design
classics that represent an apparently ‘time-
less' shape for a line of products. It is also 10
be found in the images of empty white lofts and
is associated with honest and pure materiality.
Simplicity signifies asceticism, restraint and an
ideal lifestyle already found in Plato or Aristotle.
It serves as an explanatory model for the natu-
ral sciences, designates perfect construction or
simple manufacturing, stands for easy compre-
hensibility and possibilities of use, networked
actions or ecological and resource-conserving
aspsects.

Simplicity is the
key term for solving
problems in an
increasingly com-
plex world, but at
the same time, it
continues to be
superficial.

For all that often remains in contemporary de-
sign is a vague netion of what could be betier
and more honest - stuck in a ‘style’ of simplicity.
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The call for simplicity is made whenever a cer-
tain degree of saturation has been reached.
Reduction and minimalism have long become
empty phrases in the design industry, and
simplicity a rather broad term. ‘Less is more/,
‘reduced to a minimum’ or Dieter Rams' die-
tum ‘less hut better’ have been appropriated
by advertising to embellish everything to which
‘design’ can in any way be connected with the
sense of how superior simplicity is.
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Simple complexity and luxurious simplicity

Especially since design has become more and
more detached from the objective world, sim-
plicity must above all be a criterion of clarity
and descriptiveness. It is still one of design's
crucial tasks to make things, processes and
the way Charles and Ray Eames demonstrated
with their well-known film Powers of Ten in re-
gard to the entire universe. Simplicity is ‘mini-
mized density of complexity'' and the quest for
simple solutions to complex tasks and inter-
relations. But since formal and content-related
categories of simplicity are often mistaken for
each other, simplicity is also one of the most
unclear criteria used to assess design. The
perception of simplicity is always influenced by

subjectivity: ‘Simple’ can designate the outsr
appearance of samething that is complicatec
to use, but also a complex product that is eas
to use. According to Lucius Burckhardt, ‘sim-
plicity of design does not consist in the produc:
revealing little complexity but in the fact that =
is linked in a simple way to the conditions of =
environment.'?

What for a long time counted as an ideal so-
lution in design was a compromise between =
visualizing order and complexity demanding
activity. The attempt was made to use con-
cepts such as 'height of form’ and ‘pureness o
form’ to set standards for diversity and the o=
gree of order, with the aim of making simplicty
and complexity measurable and assessabls
As a criterion of classification, simplicity can o=
described as 'well-structured’, complexity 2=
poorly structured. Hence, complex forms ca-
be well-structured and therefore simple, b=
also poorly structured and therefore complex
Donald Judd, the master of Minimalism, put fi=
finger on it by saying that ‘complicated. inc-
dentally. is the opposite of simple, not comples
which both may be’.® Ascetic limitation has =-
ways been regarded as a sign of concentrating
on what is essential, something that makes tm=
examination of the content possible in the firs
place. For this reason, reduced forms in proc-
uct design, plain spaces furnished with raw
materials in interior design, or the white spacs
in graphic design became expressions of sc-
phistication and intelligence. During the courss
of the 20th century, empty space turned from=
a symbol of poverty into a symbol of intellectu-
alism, later manifested in the ‘white cubes’ o
art galleries and the empty lofts in big cities
where it is now even a sign of luxury. One ca-
already find simplicity in the Greeks’ unembs-
lished items of daily use, a simplicity going b=-
yond that of everyday objects.

Simplicity soon indicated intellectual distinc-
tion and expressed an elegance that does nos
indulge in mere representation but conveys =
subtle understatement. Today, it costs a lot o
buy ane of the functionalist classics, which thes
serves to communicate one’s connoisseurshic
in view of its subtle codes of simplicity. Luxur-
ous simplicity was always a trademark of Miss
van der Rohe and today distinguishes fashion
labels such as Jil Sander, Prada, Helmut Lang
or Filippa K: ‘The perfection of simplicity trans-
figures abstinence to the exactitude of taste™
as Ulf Poschhardt put it



7 many areas, simplicity has changed from a
orogram of classlessness to a style serving to
sistinguish oneself and conspicuously display
Jxury. When searching for authenticity, simple
shings like fresh air or good bread, but also un-
=poilt nature, silence, time, and unattainability,
=urn into new forms of luxury. What Oscar Wilde
==serted more than a hundred years ago, again
=opears topical today: ‘| adore simple pleas-
_ras, they are the last refuge of the complex.’*

Symbolic simplicity in times of ‘featuritis’
Sver since the inception of modernism simplic-
=y has also been considered an expression of
~izlligent design, and it is a well-known say-
~g of designers that simplicity is particularly
~zrd to achieve, or that the simplest form of
= product almost always implies complicated
—znufacturing.

The fact that the conveyed meaning of sim-
-icity often plays a more important role than
== functionality was already revealed by furni-
=ra classics such as the Ulm Stool by Max Bill,
~zns Gugelot and Paul Hildinger, which was
zesigned in 1954 for the then newly-founded
=G Ulm. Its simplicity was detrimental to its
oractical functions, but it lent the piece an as-
impression that purported to be 'func-
-“"anst without actually being so. Many de-
= gns of Adolf Loos as well, who with his essay
Ormament and Crime’ from 1908 went down
-~ the annals of design history, today appear
—uch less radical and more ornamental than
-2 would expect of the person who came up

vth the concept of dispensing with ornaments
-nce and for all. His designs were relevant par-
e J.arly due to the way they conveyed simplic-
=v. The simple facade of his 'Haus am Michael-
=rplatz’ in Vienna from 1910 was an insult to
courgeois representation and the due respect
=«pected, since it stood directly opposite the
Jiznna Hofburg, the residence of the Emperor.
~dead, what is simple often requires a break,
= subtle turn towards complexity or something
—onveying a sense of value to avoid making a
oznal or cheap impression: The Ulm Stool, for
=xample, would be a trite Ikea cbject without its
-od penetrating and linking the outer boards.

Compared to these simple forms and func-
~aons, the world of the Internet and databases,
with its hypertext structures, nested hierar-
=nigs, networks, and cross-references, seems
-2 be the exact opposite of simplicity — although
= too, is based on a very simple system of ‘yes’

or ‘no’, ‘on’ or ‘off’. For a long time, easily ac-
cessible information consisted in the simple
linearity of a text, readable from beginning to
end, in a logical succession of comprehensible
thoughts. Infinite data volumes, however, can
only be processed by the computer, and the
amount of inforrmation that can be at least hy-
pothetically evaluated by humans is constantly
increasing. When the project of ‘modernism’
appeared completed, the issue of 'simplicity’
seemed almost over and done with, But sim-
plicity and the reduction of complexity have
now become central tasks again in information
design: The goal here is to reduce the amount
of informaticn to a comprehensible level, to
master the senseless proliferation of functions
— something that ocne might best describe as
“featuritis’ — in user interface design, and to
make the actions taken understandable in the
first place. For digital technologies not only
combine evar more functions in one product,
the individual actions — in contrast to mechani-
cal products - are no longer visible. They take
place in a ‘black box' whose capacities must
first be visualized. For this reason, an analogy
stemming from the material world, the meta-
phor of a desktop with a bin and files, paved
the way for the triumphant success of the com-
puter as a mass medium.

Ang estra_l tahle i_n the form of
Al asgen r tree, Universal-
Lexikon, H. _-‘~;. P:erer, 1840

Searching for condensed information

It is difficult to establish universally valid rules
for simplicity, which in the end always remain
subjective. The ten laws of simplicity published
by John Maeda in his book from 2008, The
Laws of Simplicity’, offer no solutions or rules
in terms of perceptual psychology, but, as he
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himself maintains, thoughts on understanding
design when seeking simplicity.

Systematic design, understood as systematic
thinking and filtering of information by design-
ers, stands, in content-related terms as well,
in the tradition of simplicity as the expression
of the intellect and thus a notion of design that
grasps simplicity not as a formal trend but as
a criterion relevant to the content. Particularly
in times of increasing information density, cri-
teria such as clarity and simplicity have again
become necessary to make the amounts of
data, information and impressions recordable
and comprehensible, or even accessible in
the first place for the individual human being:
Analogies to forms such as the family tree or
the knowledge tree visualize complex interrela-
tions and simultaneously cite forms or models
of representation that have been familiar for
centuries,

The absolutely simple, reduced interface
seen as the main reason for the company's
worldwide success. With its one entry field
and two buttons, it has become the epitome of
the contrast between interface simplicity and
deep complexity described by the fashionable
neologism 'simplexity’.

The filtering of information, which appears
necessary to attain simplicity, is one of the
great challenges but also one of the biggest
risks. The degree of control or even manipu-
lation that can be exerted by strongly filtering
information is revealed by daily newspapers
such as the German tabloid ‘Bild" or the Brit-
ish *‘Sun’ that condense information to populist
assertions and thus shape the opinion of en-
tire nations. But the fact that the lack of filter-
ing can also pose a threat is something one
notices when the tyre pressure happens to
be a bit low and the car’s on-board computer
sends the message ‘tyre damage’.

Simplicity can also
be understood as
condensed infor-
mation instead of
filtered information.

It makes complex-
ity understandable
instead of elimi-
nating it.

It is of minor importance whether a simple form
of appearance is created in the process, since
a more complex form of appearance can also
express contentual simplicity.

Take the ‘tag cloud’, for instance, that visual-
izes the frequency of search for terms or arti-
cles on homepages. It is not simple in formz
terms, with its numerous different type sizes
yet these different type sizes enable one to in-
tuitively grasp the weighting - and this can b=
called simple. Many things that in the world of
design naturally counted as a necessity and 2
possibility to simplify things have long driftec
to the oppesite: Miniaturization, for instance
not only leads to products that can be trans-
ported more easily, but also to ones like the
tiny mobile phones that just cannot be handled
anymore due to the limitations of the human
body. In this context, operating simplicity can
mean deliberately keeping a familiar appear-
ance and a scale adapted to the human body
even though this is no longer technologically
required. But it can also mean finding a com-
pletely new form of using a product, for exam-
ple, @ meobile phone no longer operated with
the hands but via gestures or language.

Answers to increased complexity

Apple’s success, forinstance, lies not only in the
hardware design, which time and again causes
critics to make fun of Apple fans who pay a lot of
money allegedly just for a mare stylish casing
It lies in the intelligently and logically designec
program and system interfaces, which can bes
intuitively grasped even by untrained persons.
and above all in the intelligent networking of
the company’s various programs and prod-
ucts: The iPod is not only a well-designed piecs
of hardware requiring only a few buttons that
make it easy to use; it was also the first produc:
that could be simply connected to the iTunes
music player on the computer, which in turn
can directly access the Apple stare, thus form-
ing a self-contained systern (and sealing itseif
off to the outside). Apple Remote is an exampls



of how a shift in complexity can lead to more
operating simplicity: With just a few buttons it
seems to allow only basic functions, while in
fact making accessible the full functionality of
various applications whose complexity is com-
pletely transferred to the screen. Many Apple
oroducts have led to a gradual change in the
oublic's understanding of design — away from
ragarding only the hardware, towards the com-
orehension of a discipline that links hardware,
software and the actions of the user.

ncreased complexity = in virtual worlds as well

2s in urban space or the world of digital prod-
ucts - has led to a tremendous retro trend in
e past years that seeks to offer visual sup-
oort in confusing times by resorting to forms
that are tried and tested. Where modernism at-
t=mpted to detach itself from traditions, design
n the digital age consciously takes up familiar
=nd traditional features: The ‘new simplicity’ in
oroduct design in the 1990s, for instance, re-
sponded with a radical simplification of forms,
often referring to classical modernism or seek-
ng out archetypical shapes. Jasper Morrison's
Ply Chair’ from 1989, which marked the begin-
ning of the ‘new simplicity' mavement, appears
zImost like a child’s drawing of a chair.

But in the past few years, product design
nas no longer responded to complexity with a
counter-model, it has instead consciously tak-
=n up themes such as averlapping, connecting,
ayering, or breaking. Designers have started
0 integrate into their designs the complexity
of the world, the influences of different cul-
wres or themes such as networking. With their
Jesigns, they tell stories of uses and actions,
raditions and cultures, and have rediscovered
the ornament as a means of expression as well
zs traditional craft technigues. Their designs
play with the aesthetics of imperfection, the
fractal or crystallinity, and cite the aesthetics of
network structures or grid models.

The vision of a simpler future

The constant progress technology is making
still gives rise to the hope for increased sim-
olicity, for example, through intuitive operat-
ng methods such as voice recognition. ‘Mare
t=chnology deoes not mean more complexity,
o0 the contrary. More computing power means
more simplicity,® as Douglas Adams stated. If
one grasps simplicity as the alternative model
0 existing complexity, it can also be an alterna-

Sim

tive model to the digital in the information age.
Simplicity is then no longer just formal reduc-
tion or enhanced functionality, but also — aris-
ing from the demand for authenticity - the sym-
bolic adherence to what is material, familiar and
concrete, When searching for simplicity, large
areas of the objective world, in contrast to the
virtual world, will thus be newly appraised in the
future. At the same tims, simplicity as a method
of structured thought and design will probably
newly invent the future and seek to make what
is new accessible, clear and easy to use.

The timelessness and unlimited validity of some-
thing deemed a maximally simple design, how-
ever, is a misapprehension in face of which
modernism already failed: As a symbolic con-
cept, simplicity is always subject to the taste
of the times; formally, it always sets itself off
from what presently counts as complex; with
regard to functionality it is dependent on the
respective technological possibilities and what
people are farmiliar with in terms of use.

Hence, what is
regarded as simple
always depends

on the time and
context.

And so a design that for us today appears to
be the epitome of simplicity and of which copy-
writers say that ‘less is impossible’, may in a
few years seem as complicated, non-func-
tional and encrusted with ornaments as the
objects in the times of historicism did to the
then dawning discipline of design. Simplicity
constantly invents itself anew, and in its search
for the ideal, for perfection, functionality, easy
comprehensibility, clarity, and timelessness, it
will most likely always remain an unreachable
utopia that for ever spurs on designers.

1 Jurgen Fiadler: 'Finfachheit — Untersuchungen zu einem
elementaren Kalkil', Inaugural dissertation to obtain the doc-
tarate at the Faculty of Philosophy and Social Sciences of tha
Free University Berlin, Berlin 1982, p. 7

2 Lucius Burcknardt: ‘Einfachheit ist nicht einfach’, in. ‘be-

wlsst, einfach. Das Entstehien gingr alternativen Produkikultur’,
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exh. cat. of the Instituts fir Auslandsbeziehungen e, V., no
place of publication, 1998, p. 85

3 Donald Judd, ‘Mabel Furniture', Zirich 1984, unpaged

g 1998, p. 41

4 UIf Poschhardt: ‘Anpassen’, Hambur
5 Ozcar Wilde, quoted in: Stuckenschmidt, H.H.: ‘Die Einfach-
heit des Komplizierten’, Batlin 1866, p. &

& Douglas Adams, in ‘Die Leute lernen nichl™ Interview mit
Science-Fiction-Autar Douglas Adams (ber die Zukunit des
Internats und wie es die Welt verdndarn wird', in: Der Spiegsl,
MNa, 32, 1997, p. 141

Skur, Hiob, Austrian painter, "Blackburn Feb-
ruary 22, 1940, T (suicide} Klagenfurt February
2, 2000; became acquainted with Nero Gris,
a son of Juan Gris, in 1959 in Triest and then
began to work as an artist; his early works
were close to Arte povera (Hungerkiinstler cy-
cle, 1966); in 1968 he was one of the initiators
of the ‘Contra’ group, whose manifesto ‘Voi
ch'ascoltate in rime un sospirone’ (1969) he
translated into German; taking up the works
of Ad Reinhardt and Wolfgang Paalen. He
founded the so-called ‘Schwarzmalerei’ that
is characteristic for its miniature monochrome
pictures, which Skur painted with gloomy col-
ours he produced himself from burnt flotsam;
he also created a (now lost) installation fitled
‘Schwarzarbeit’.

Snelting, Femke, 1969, artist and designer.
Together with Renge Turner and Riek Sijbring
she forms De Geuzen. a foundation for multi-
visual research. De Geuzen deploy both on-
and offline strategies to explore their interest
in female identity, critical resistance, repre-
sentation, and narrative archiving. With Pierre
Huyghebaert and Harrisson, she initiated the
design and research team Open Source Pub-
lishing (OSP). OSP tests out in practice how
graphic design could work differently, using

F/LOSS software and open content licenses.

What is your favourite search engine?
shmoogle.org, a project by Tsila Hassine. [tfinds
everyihing that Google finds, but treats the re-
sults equally.

What is your favourite encyclopaedia? Wik-
pedia, because a printed encyclopaedia rarely
gives access to the history and preduction o
knowledge,

What is your favourite library? Project Guisr-
berg. The collection cansists of mare than
25,000 digital books available in the public do-
main. Stored in plain format, these texts have
now become true source material.

What is your information filter? Dependis
on what | am looking for, | view source, use 2
search engine, a map, notes | penciled in books
my colleagues, the label on the item | am abows
to buy, a recipe database, a man page.
geuzen.org ospublish.constantvzw.org

% Standards

Spectrum Publishers, or Uitgeverij Het Spec-
trum, Dutch publishing house known for =
encyclopaedias, dictionaries and non-fiction
books. The house was established in 1835 i
Utrecht (NL) and since 1999 it has been par=
of the Dutch publishing corporation PCM Un-
gevers, which also owns several large Dutcnh
daily newspapers.

Spectrum Publishers publishes non-fictior
books under the trade name ‘Spectrum’, ency-
clopaedias under ‘WinklerPrins® and dictionar-
ies and learning software under ‘Prisma’. In ths
1970s the publisher developed in collaboration
with the British publisher Mitchell Beazley the
‘Grote Spectrum Encyclopaedia’. At the tims
the 24-volume edition counted as the maost so-
phisticated encyclopaedia in terms of design
The rapid development of digital media and ths
Internet in the 1990s prevented the compleis
publication of a second edition.

Today, the Winkler Prins Encyclopaedia
the publisher’s best-known product and als
the most important Dutch-language referenc
wark of its kind. It was once a printed work an
now forms the basis of the Dutch-languag
multimedia Encarta Encyclopaedia produced i
cooperation with the American firm Microsott.
spectrum.ni @& Systematic design
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